The objectives of this study were twofold: to assess the demand for animal welfare education by open and distance learning (ODL) and to identify content to be covered in an ODL animal welfare programme.
Introduction
The greatness of a nation and its moral progress can be measured by the way its animals are treated' -Mahatma Gandhi.
In recent decades, ethical concerns about the quality of the lives of animals have increasingly become the subject of public policy and controversy. Consequently, society has turned to science for guidance, and animal welfare has become a focus of scientific study (1, 2) . Thus, unlike many other scientific specialties, the field of animal welfare owes its existence not primarily to the curiosity of its scientific pioneers, but to ethical concerns existing in society (3). Now, animal welfare education is a multidisciplinary subject which is evolving rapidly, with the core components of welfare science, welfare ethics, and welfare standards (4).
The livestock sector is one of the fastest-growing sectors in Indian agriculture. Its contribution represented 26.84% of total agricultural output in 2011-2012. This is compared to 16% in 1970-1971, showing an annual growth rate of 4.3%, higher than the 2.8% growth in the overall agricultural sector (5, 6). Intensification of livestock production has brought these consistent growth rates, along with a great change in the dynamics of traditional animal-human relationships. Changes in societal values, changes in the relationship between animals and humans and the changing demands of the general public have invoked an urgent need to consider animal welfare practices. Livestock production has to be more humane, taking account of ethics and community values (7, 8).
Veterinarians and para-veterinarians play an important role as intermediaries between animals, their owners, and the public in protecting animal wellbeing. To assume their rightful place as leaders in this field, however, veterinarians and para-veterinarians must accept The notion that distance education is inferior to traditional teaching is being countered by millions of student experiences in overcoming the above issues (22). By its very nature, distance education can increase the capacity of current facilities and faculty and provide increased flexibility, convenience and high-quality technology-enabled learning experiences. It also allows students to acquire knowledge and skills more cheaply while still maintaining their employment (16, 23, 24 ).
The present needs assessment was undertaken to investigate the scope for, and usefulness of, ODL in animal welfare education for veterinary students, working veterinarians, para-veterinarians and other stakeholders.
Aims of the study
The main aims of the study were:
− to assess the demand for animal welfare education through ODL − to identify the major contents to be covered by animal welfare education through ODL.
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Methodology

Study design
Following survey methodology, the study was undertaken using a questionnaire. Some participants received the questionnaire by email, some filled it in during the course of a personal interview, and others took the questionnaire online. The survey sought views on the need for animal welfare education through ODL; reasons for animal welfare education through ODL; entry-level qualifications for enrolling on the programme; job/career prospects in animal welfare; duration of the programme; and suggestions on course contents.
Sampling and data collection
The 
Data analysis
The data were analysed simply by looking at the frequency with which respondents chose particular answers (Tables I to IV ). The course content as suggested by the respondents was analysed and duplicate suggestions were removed. The suggested course content is presented in Box 1.
Results and discussion
The survey respondents comprised 37 (22. 
Why is animal welfare education in ODL necessary?
The data collected revealed that 83.85% of the respondents identified a growing need for animal welfare education through ODL. The reasons given as to why there is such a need can be found in Table I .
The most important reasons given were that there was a need to:
impart scientific knowledge to people who work closely with animals; establish a better trained and knowledgeable workforce for employment opportunities in the animal welfare sector; raise awareness about legal issues and animal rights; improve the current inadequate teaching about animal welfare in veterinary colleges; raise academic recognition and expand curriculum content in this evolving field, and provide new options for studying animal welfare for those concerned about the issue (Table I) .
Entry qualification and career prospects in animal welfare
Just under a third of respondents suggested that the entry qualification
for an animal welfare career should be a degree in veterinary science.
Other suggestions included a degree in any science subject, a degree in any subject, or education up to 12th standard (i.e. education up to 18 years of age) (Table II) .
Perceived career prospects for people with animal welfare qualifications included research and development, self-employment, work in animal welfare non-government organisations (NGOs), and public sector work. Respondents also thought that holders of animal welfare qualifications would have greater access to higher education and would have more chance of promotion in their current work places (Table III) .
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Suggested duration and contents
The majority of the respondents suggested a one-year ODL programme in animal welfare, while others suggested a six-month programme or a two-year course (Table IV) .
The respondents of the study made several suggestions about the content of an ODL animal welfare programme. The important suggestions are summarised in Box 1.
Discussion
In recent years, animal welfare has become recognised as a core issue for sustainable animal production systems. Members of the public will not accept production systems that cause poor welfare. The study of welfare has become part of the scientific basis upon which important 
Conclusion and implications for practice
The current Indian veterinary undergraduate curriculum has only two credits (30 teaching hours) on animal welfare (1.13% out of 177 total credits), which is not enough to provide graduates with sufficient awareness and knowledge of animal welfare issues. It is well These listed target groups from other countries could also benefit from an ODL or online programme.
ii) Level of the programme: post-graduate diploma in animal welfare (depending on the response to the initial programme, it could be scaled-up to a Master's programme).
iii) Duration of the programme: one year.
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v) Medium of instruction: English (it could be translated into other languages based on the need). 
